Death out West: the link to COPD. by Weinhold, B
ENVIRONEWS
ForU rm The Four Laws of Ecology 1. Everything is connected to everything else,
2. Everything must go somewhere, 3. Nature knows best,
_,,WMETEimEV p &IS.,,
Deaths Out West:
The Link to COPD
Lung diseases are becoming more promi-
nent killers in the United States, particularly
in the inland West. Many experts blame
smoking, but some puzzling conflicts in the
data suggest there may be other significant
culprits.
Deaths from chronic obstructive pul-
monary disease (COPD) have climbed
about 45% over the past 20 years, while
death rates from the other four biggest
killers in the country have dropped or held
steady, according to the National Center for
Health Statistics. People with COPD suffer
from crippling airflow obstruction; a COPD
diagnosis, which is evolving and likely is
underreported, historically has included
labels such as emphysema, chronic bronchi-
tis, and asthmatic bronchitis. COPD killed
at least 109,000 people in 1997.
Many experts say that smoking and its
residual effects decades later cause about
90% of COPD deaths. But the National
Institute for Occupational Safety and
Health says that nearly 30% ofCOPD and
adult asthma incidence is caused by occu-
pational exposures. Other sources say that
air pollutants, including dust from
many sources, may also trigger
COPD.
A broader range of potential
culprits might make sense, since
smoking rates have dropped
from 40% in 1964 to about
25% today. In addition, while
COPD deaths and smoking
correlate fairly well in the
eastern United States,
based on 1997 death sta-
tistics from the National
Center for Health Sta-
tistics and on smoking
and smoking-attributable
mortality (SAM) data
from the Centers for
Disease Control and
Prevention, the pattern
falls apart almost com- ghetro
pletely in the inland west- pumawy
ern United States.
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Similar discrepancies occur in New Mexico,
Kansas, Colorado, Wyoming, Montana, and
Idaho. Five of the country's eight worst
states for COPD deaths are in the inland
West, and only one, Nevada, is among the
worst for SAM rates. Utah is the lone bright
spot in the region, with the lowest SAM rate
in the nation and the second lowest COPD
death rate. The few papers published on the
COPD anomaly in the inland West have
discussed altitude and exposure to mining
dust as possible factors. But other possibili-
ties are being tossed around by various
experts.
One widely held theory is that many
people in the East with lung problems have
fled to the West, says Jonathan Samet,
chairman ofthe department ofepidemiolo-
gy at The Johns Hopkins University in
Baltimore, Maryland. When they die, that
boosts the West's COPD death rate. That
could fit the pattern seen in a popular Sun
Belt state like Arizona, but Wyoming, with
a similar discrepancy in COPD and SAM
rates, has had only a trace of immigration,
and a powerful immigration magnet like
California shows only a tiny discrepancy in
COPD and SAM rates.
Another COPD suspect is dust, com-
mon in the inland West. The dry and dusty
Phoenix area has a COPD death rate about
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35% above the 1997 national age-adjusted
rate of21.1 deaths per 100,000 people. But
the Santa Fe area is almost as dry, yet has a
COPD death rate only three-fourths the
national rate. Still another suspect is agricul-
ture. Dozens of agricultural counties in the
inland West have COPD death rates
25-100% higher than the national average.
But some have average or below-average
COPD death rates.
Outdoor pollutants may contribute to
the problem. The COPD death rate in the
core city ofDenver is about 40% above the
national average, while suburban Douglas
County has a COPD death rate about 10%
below the national average. And in the small
town ofFarmington, New Mexico, which is
within 25 miles of two major coal-fired
power plants and numerous natural gas pro-
cessing facilities, COPD death rates happen
to be 9% worse than the already-high rate
for NewMexico.
Otherpossible influences are indoorpol-
lutants, the changing parameters for COPD
diagnosis, misdiagnosis, increasing COPD
deaths as heart disease and cancer rates
decline, lack ofinsurance, age, sex, race, eth-
nicity, and other genetic factors. The con-
trasting evidence shows that there are no
simple explanations. But teasing out the
influences could affect millions of lives.
-Bob Weinhold
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